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The meek won’t inhasrit the earth if the SteriGenics irradiation plant in Gilroy has anything to say about it. 
--- -----_____ -_______I 

Shran k-,j. i 

The wacky, not-so-wonderpl world of food irradiation 
comes to the Centi@ Coast, and with it concerns about 
health and safely, @y Tammy Richardson 

Food to Glovw 

W 
alking through Gilroy’s new 
food irradiation plant is like 
passing through an aban- 
doned city. The cubicles in 

the echoing office sit newly furnished 
but eerily empty, and inside the loom- 
ing warehouse, the gray floor glimmers 
and the white walls and high ceiling?’ 
are immaculate. Here, too, the spa!: +ii 
mostly empty, with the exception of 
some neatly lined pallets loaded with 
cardboard cani:sters. In the center ofithis, 
strange scene nts a high-tech miniature 
monorail system, a fully automated, sur- 
real piece of Disneyland in a place’.’ 8’ 
whose sole purpose is to eradicate unde- 
sirable forms of life. 

This is the newest food irradiatio- 
,,, .- plant belonging to SteriGenics Interna- 

tional, a company that has been helping 

to sterilize our world for 20 years. Since 
coming on line in August, SteriGenics’ 
Gilroy plant has trained gamma rays on 
about 6 million pounds of spices-most- 
ly garlic and onion powders, herbs, 
botanicals, grape seeds and some pro- 
tein powders. And it’s done all of that 
with only 12 employees. 

Irradiation is a divisive issue. Food 
processors tout the benefits of a safer 
food supply and longer shelf life, since 
irradiation reduces spoilage by killing 
bacteria and molds. They say the 
process is harmless, doesn”t change the 
chemical composition of food and has 
been used without problems for years. 

But opponents%iaintain that the 
safety of irradiation has never been 
demonstrated, that the process covers 
up sloppy food processing and that irra- 
diation’s effects on nutrition and health 
are still u$$own.‘&&des, some say: it 
just seems wrong. 
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“You’re completely changing the 
molecular structure of the food,” says 
Wenonah Hauter, director of Public C 
Zen’s Critical Mass Energy Project. “Yc 
common sense tells you this cannot 1 
healthy.” 

<On the other hand, says Jeffery 
Rarach, an irradiation advocate and v 
president of special products at the 
National Food Processors Association 
“Many myths have started about irra 
ated food because people didn’t like t 
concept, and they’re hard to dispel.” 

Of the roughly 40 irradiation facil 
ties-in the US, only about six are exci 
siv’ely for treating food. Irradiation, fc 
all its lack of pubhcity, has been quie 
terminating unwanted life forms on 
everything from medical equipment 
condoms for 40 years. Its use on foot 
however, has only increment$ly gair 
FDA approval: in 1983 it was approvl 
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fcr use on spices, rn i986 fur tniits .rn( 
vegetables, in 1990 for poultry, anti th 
past February, for red meat. 

At SteriGenicr, workers load pallets 
garlic and onion powder off trucks Ire5 
from Watsonvrlle and Snlinas processor 
plants and stack them “nto t!r? mono- 
rail cars. The pallets wmd the!r \\‘a) 
through a lead-sealed tunnel until the) 
reach a nuclear radration chamber abo, 
the size of a small bedroom There the! 
receive 40 minutes of radiation, 10 mir 
utes per srde. 

“Many myths have started 
about irradiated food 
because people didn‘t 
like the concept, and 

they’re hard to dispel.” 

--Jeffery Barach, vice presrden! 
of special products 
at the NatIonal Food 

Processors Assocration 

Radiation is measured in terms of 
kiloGrays, and anywhere from one t” 3 
kCy’s of gamma radiation are shot 
through food depending on its density 
and the stubbornness of its bacteria. 
Fresh fruits, for example, can take no 
more than one kGy to kill pests and 
slow npening, whereas sprees, in order 
to control mold or bactena, can wrth- 
stand up to 30. (For reference, the radi- 
ant energy of one kGy is equrvalent to 
that of about 10 million x-rays.) 

But irradiating toad does not make it 

nuclear power, atoms aren’t being split 

( It’s Good for You! 
’ One of the scientific arguments agamst 
1. rrradratron is that as the gamma rays 
’ move through cells, they rip apart mole- 
j cules and break chemical bonds. And 
/ left behind are very reactive ions and 

free radicals that crash into one another 
( and form new chemicals. Two examples 

are benzene and formaldehyde, both 
j known carcinogens. 
/ The FDA maintains that irradiation 

doesn’t cause harmful chemical 
changes, and points to its endorsement 

. CU... _,.&_ by the World Health Organization and “----.l....,;.i;” .,,.. -..> /*,__.,_. ._ 
the American Medical Association. But 
opponents insist that the toxicity of free 
radicals hasn’t been adequately studied. 

OrieX3r. Vijayalaxmj o$&,$e&h..~ 
and sciefi&‘iie%~ aTthe Unrversrty Of 
Tex~~~~s*i~spa.~~~b,~~~~o~~~~~ the niost 

enduring and troubling studies about 
the effects of eating irradiated food. Her 
research in the 1970s for the National 
Institute of Nutrition in India Sfioiou;iid 

;’ .i, .. -, ,; ,: decause Vijayalaxmi’s research has ., 7,. -I* . . . ..’ ., 
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news, continued h-urn page 11 _ _ 
have longer shelf lives and kill the bugs, 
food can be produced with slave labor, 
basically, then brought back to the 
developed world to be sold, and you 
maximize profit and further take the 
‘family’ out of the family farm.” 

Observes Louria, “There’s a lot of 
money involved in all of this. A lot of 
money.” 

That much is obvious, but plenty 
about irradiation isn’t. And while the 
experts argue over whose information is 
correct and whose study is corrupt, one 
irradiation plant just up the road con- 
tinues quietly altering the molecular 
structure of food, all in the name of sav- 
ing money and making our world a lit- 
tle safer. 
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never been duplicated in this country 
using sophisticated technolo,T, the 
question of genetic damage has never 
been adequately settled, says Dr. Donald 
Louria: chair‘man of the department of 
preventive medicine at New Jersey Med- 
real School. 

Sebraska recently announced its inten- 
tion to test market the new product. 

“I think people’s preference will be 
for these products,” says Barach. “It will 
give them an extra measure of safety to 
be able to buy meat with no 
pathogens.” 

“A reputable group of scientists has 
to conduct a proper study in this coun- 

try,” he insists. “It’s imprudent, and 
that‘s the gentlest word I could use, to 
have this as widely disseminated tech- 

)loffy and subject the entire popula- 

But opponents argue that the meat 
industry needs to clean up it sloppy 

practices, not just try to cover up dirty 
food that has just had the bacteria killed 
by zapping it at the end of the, line. 

“This is about urine, pussand feces 
in the meat and, irradiating the bacte- 
&,“‘sa$‘Haufet “Thi& ‘not just about 
having a safer meat supply. Why not 

just have more inspectors and slow 
down the assembly lines?” 

processing methods such as cooking, 
canning and heat pasteurization. 

Louria, who says he’s not opposed to 
the technology if certain issues are 
addressed, wishes the FDA would assess 
how nrrrritious irradiated food really is. 

,e a simple test, he explains, in 
;uhrch human volunteers would agree to 

t irradiated products, and it would 
only take a matter of months to deter- 
mme how much, if any, nutrient loss 

But the FDA says ii isn’t a substitute 
for proper food manufacturing and han- 
dling procedures. And that, as always, 
consumers should handle their meat 
appropriately and be sure to cook it 
thoroughly. 

Yet another concern about irradiation 
plants is the threat to workers and the 
environment. 

had occurred 
“.ind so far thev won’t do them,” he 

says. “Th~~y need tc; look at the trade-off 
of extending shelf liie verses nutrient 

“The track record thus far has been 
IOUS~ in terms of not contaminating the 
local envrronment,” says !.ouria. noting ‘ 
that virtually every New Jersey plant has _ 
3 recorj of environmental contamina- : 
lion, worker overexposure and reguiato- ?j, 
ry farlings. 

‘, ., j I<,,S ” 
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If it Says Radia-dia-tion on the 
-iX%Ef!R% truckicarryin’g’iwo tom-“~ 

castes, huge lead containers weighing 
Label, Label, Label... seven tons each. They are approved by 
TO quell consumers’ fears, the food the Transportation Department for 

- ..* ..,, industry is lobbying to change the cur- transporting radioactive material, but 
) ,I i; : “LT ;?,I rent labeling requirements to downolav critics nevertheless worry about acci- 

: ̂  : >-; 
..,,‘_ 1”., .;::;- the nuclear an le. It wants to eliminate dents during transportation. 

.I _ :h.---.; . ...:. ;<,;;,c, y>kj .--g-K- L any war s assocrated wrth radtatron and ‘_ * . : ‘.i;‘,:pz*; &j replace them with “cold pasfeuriza- 
And theyare concerned about work- 

ers. SteriGenics notes that its radiation 
protection officers receive 40 

hours of classroom train- 
b ing, that the plant does 

. a month!y safety 

II ,, .;.:;. 1. ;. ; 
lough, SteriGenics’ check and that it’s 

inspected by the 
-:. A;.< __ ;, -..I,; 

plant manager. 
“Seeing ‘radiatron’ state once a year. 

,‘, ,‘. , _ 1 -;A’, I”$ 2.;: 
..I ‘- ‘r, : on the package But employees 

I,:, /.;- .~;.;a‘ :.I: might scare con- wear no special 
‘. protective cloth- 

The word “radi- 
ation” appears on 
verv few foods as it 1 
is. The international 
radura symbol, petals 
in a broken circle, along 
with the uhrase “treated 

ing-Just your 
r basic blue mechan- 

ic-type uniform. 
The irradiator runs 

24 hours a day, seven 
P- days a week. It’s rarely 

turned off except, for 
with radiation” or “treated The international radura 

example, to clear jams. If 
by irradiation,” must be on syn~hol awears an whole foods anything goes wrong, the 
the label of any whole food that have been irradiated. entire radiatron mecha- 
that has been irradiated. It’s -- nism is plunged 16 feet 
not required, however, on down into a stainless stee*- W.---j. -.*.*.-*s..- ‘*z“..“:r 

foods that simply contain irradiated lined pool of water, which acts as a 
ingredients or are obviously processed. shield to stop the emission of gamma 

So an irradiated apple would be radiation. 
labeled, but if rt were made into apple- Health, nutrition and environmental 
saiuce lt mwddn’!. because it rVould then !?xc:ird~ asde. critrcs sn) the brg picture 
Iv cor?s~d~~;i-~! p:,.,;m~j .‘ind processed ,>f the rrradiatinn puzh IX ahout the 
loo& don’t ha\~ IO be labeled unlzss glob,rlr~~rrnn of the tood market. In 
meat is a major rrrpredrent. other words, money. 

Thanks to reicnt outbreaks of I‘. coli, “it’> all about shelt trte.” says t Inuter. 
the publrc has t?c.corne susprcrous of the “‘IIIIs 15 ,ilioul moving agriculture south 
lad on it: liit~l~. me.!1 rn partrcular In L! tht: horder They’re huridmg fac~i~ties 
rehruar!-, !‘!) \ !~nallv appro\.e’d rrindrnt- jr, Il~~~.cc dnd liro/;l i>c<ause if \ou 
CC! ixtat I hv \\.:i \!.rrt in i;r.:tric,, news, contimed on page 13 
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